Book reviews
A New Approach to Medicine. J Fry pp 154 £6.95 Lancaster: MTP Press 1978 Seventeen years ago John Fry described the natural history of catarrhal infections in childhood, and emphasized the tendency for spontaneous resolution as the child gets older. The book, 'The Catarrhal Child', was based on the author's experience and careful records at a time when such record-keeping in general practice was rare indeed. I did not realize until much later how profoundly I had been influenced by reading the book. On countless occasions I have related John Fry's message to anxious parents. Many others must have been similarly influenced, many children saved from unnecessary surgical interference, and many parents reassured and educated about the natural history of common disorders.
Much of the author's work has been concerned with a simple description of the natural history of common disorders based on 30 years of observations collected from his practice. It is one of the two aspects of medicine in which he is most interested, the other being the different health care systems in various parts of the world. He is an acknowledged expert in both fields (amongst other posts that he holds is that of consultant to the World Health Organization).
Dr Fry believes that the public expects too much of us, and that we try to do too much. 'We tend to over-investigate, over-operate and over-treat.' We fail to realize how few diseases we can cure or how many are self-limiting and are cured by time alone, and we are unwilling to accept how much has to be tolerated or to accept that most prevention lies in the improvement of our living habits. Moreover, 'much waste and over-use of expensive resources goes on because we do not appreciate what is normal'. These generalizations are backed up by impeccable evidence, mostly in the form of simple tables and graphs. The book is short, easy to understand and, I believe, correct in most of its conclusions; but many of his conclusions will not be politically popular. To those who believe that the NHS is starved of finance, his main message is that we waste so much that we need more rational and economical behaviour rather than more money. He also believes that we may already have enough doctors. His flat statement that 'some physicians, and I am one, can provide for 5000 [patients] care of a sound and reasonable quality' will not endear him to many general practitioners. Nevertheless, there are few general practitioners in this country who have the breadth of knowledge, the background of original contributions, or the sound flat commonsense of John Fry, and even fewer who have his prodigious energy and his generosity towards colleagues. This book can be recommended to those who are not already familiar with his views. They may or may not be excited by the book, but, like me, they may realize later that he has influenced their thinking to a much greater degree than they ever expected. The general message of this book is that far too little weight is given to the significance of genetics in human affairs, and the distinguished author is of the opinion that, given DNA and protein, all biological phenomena can readily be explained. Not only ageing and death (a recurring theme in the book) become inevitable, but pain, disease, war and, more arguably, good and evil: 'To be good is to react in the normal fashion laid down by the genes toward one's kin and, at one remove, to other members of the in-group; to be evil is to exert against a member of the in-group behaviour that was once appropriate toward the out-group'. The scientific arguments are impeccable. Crossing over in the chromosomes, mutation, errors in replication and in gene repair account for every variation in humanity, even behaviour. Thus the baby is born, with its genes, but the environment in which it is brought up depends on the genes of its parents. Elitism, an obvious consequence of selection, is easily explicable: 'The son of a successful artisan is likely to marry a daughter of another with similar skills. If this continues for generations and the quick learners remain within the craft community while those who are unsuccessful drift to less demanding occupations, a mating group genetically fitted to become expert in the particular craft will have come into being'.
What of the real glories of mankindhis abilities in science, literature, art and music? These too are accounted for by hundreds of minor mutations, recombination followed by selection and concentration of capacities in certain mating groups. Science can thus explain it all, but somehow to me creativity does not feel like that, and I rather agree with our antiscience young in being more aroused by the emotive: 'Oh, little body, do not die' than by unassailable logic. After all, J B S Haldane said that the universe was not only Journal of the Royal Society ofMedicine Volume 72 March 1979 more complicated than we knew, but than we were capable of knowing.
This, however, is the reaction of the reviewer in his nonprofessional capacity. Turn to medicine, and he is just as cut and dried as Burnet. The ill child becomes an urgent clinical problem, and the author's views on cancer, autoimmune disease and the HLA system, and on the XYY and Down's syndromes, are read with interest and pleasure. In summary, though this is an excellent scientific book by a brilliant man, yet I must admit that it made me feel that I have to endure what life remains to me, rather than to make hay while the sun still shines. To' establish a diagnosis is a doctor's first aim. After that he confidently discusses prevalence, management, treatment and prognosis. Without diagnosis, which means without accepted diagnostic criteria, doubt prevails. Efforts to define dyslexia have been made by individuals, groups and even optimistically by committees. None is so far generally accepted. The same fate may befall the Critchleys' latest. Fortunately, despite its title this book comprises a thorough and well-balanced account of dyslexia in its proper context of language, of the skills needed for the acquisition of reading, writing and spelling, and of understanding the written word. The exercise of definition occupies only the last 8 pages (chapter 12). Difficulties in learning to read, especially if their cause and nature are misunderstood, can produce cyclical disorder in children. This leads to absence from school which in turn is blamed for the difficulty. For this reason alone doctors should have some acquaintance with the subject even if they are not concerned with screening assessments of their young child patients and the identification of predyslexia (chapter 5). This book will help the reader, as the essential precursor to suitable management, to recognize a dyslectic child. This has always been (and remains) easier and more important than defining dyslexia. Welfare'. In terms of human welfare the reasons for the programme lay in its promotion of basic knowledge relevant to the needs of man. This volume by R J Shephard is one of 20 reviewing different areas of the International Biological Programme. It contains valuable information of direct relevance to the needs of man, both at work and play, in health and illness.
Professor Shephard has reviewed and synthesized the information obtained from studies by 50 laboratories in 26 countries. The book is refreshingly critical of the limitations of many studies of work capacity and emphasizes throughout the importance of population sampling techniques when trying to establish values of work capacity for a population. Errors associated with crosssectional and longitudinal studies are discussed in some detail and the methodologies available for the measurement of physical work capacity, fitness and activity patterns also reviewed critically. In fact, most of the problems associated with obtaining data which can be used in comparative studies and in the setting of industrial standards are competently discussed. Studies of the influence of climate, season, local geography, nutrition, sex, genetic make-up and training on work capacity and fitness are also covered. The scope and depth of this clear and lucid survey is very large, there are 38 pages of references, and it will become an authoritative text on human physiological work capacity. Press 1978 This book is composed of 85 papers, most of which were given in August 1977 at the third of a series of meetings held in Cambridge on the subject of negative strand viruses. These viruses all contain genomic RNA, and the term negative strand means that when they enter the cell a positive strand is copied from the RNA in the particle and this can provide both the information for making virus peptides and also a template on which further negative strands are made for incorporation into new virus particles. The influenza viruses, measles, mumps and parainfluenza viruses and also rabies and vesicular stomatitis virus are all negative stranded. It has recently been discovered that the arenaviruses (which include lymphocytic choriomeningitis and Lassa fever viruses) and the bunyaviruses (which used to be among the arboviruses) also belong to this group.
This book does not dwell on the medical importance of the viruses, but rather describes how the techniques of molecular biology can be used to unravel the detailed structure and function of these viruses. Understandably there is more to tell about viruses which have been studied longer, like the
